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The Exhibition

Nike: Form Follows Motion, originally presented at the Vitra
Design Museum in autumn 2024, explores the design history
of one of the world’s most revered sports brands. The exhibition
follows the evolution of Nike's design culture, tracing milestones,
iconic objects, and inspirations across the company’s fifty-year
legacy. It spotlights Nike’s scientific research, which always begins
with closely examining the body in motion, ultimately melding
technology, function, and aesthetics.

For the first time, the exhibition presents to the public a large
selection of materials from DNA - Nike’s design archive - including
drawings, prototypes, historic film footage, and other documents.
The accompanying publication includes this archival material
along with edited interviews with leading design personalities at
Nike.

Not just for »sneakerheads«, the project gives visitors an
accessible, behind-the-scenes look at the prototyping workshops,
research centers, and design studios that power Nike’s culture of
innovation. The exhibition takes a look at the company’s ongoing
engagement with issues of social justice and sustainability,
providing valuable insights into the role of sports as a catalyst of
design innovation and social change.

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Steve »Pre« Prefontaine, 1974

OPPOSITE PAGE:
Testing the Alphafly 3 at the NSRL, LeBron James
Innovation Center, 2023




Nike's origins are in the rebellious energy of West Coast America in
the 1960s and 70s. Much like the computer industry that emerged
alongside it, Nike's culture of innovation was DIY right from the

start. One of their first successes, when the company was brand
new, and still called Blue Ribbon Sports, was literally cooked up
in a kitchen, when it occurred to Bill Bowerman that he could use
a waffle iron to mold the sole for a high-grip rubber running shoe.

This first section of the show presents some of the key relics of
these early days, and looks at some of Nike's earliest designers,
among them Carolyn Davidson, who created the iconic »Swooshc
logo, and Diane Katz, Nike’s first apparel designer. The company
has always been animated by the principle of listening to the
athlete’s voice, and the exhibition will begin to track this dynamic
with a look at collaborations with runners Steve »Pre« Prefontaine,
Joan Benoit Samuelson, the Tennessee State Tigerbelles, and
Mary Decker.

ABOVE:
Tinker Hatfield at the 1976 track-and-field trials for
the Olympic Summer Games in Montreal, 1976

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Swoosh documentation drawing by Carolyn Davidson,
after 1972

Early Nike shoe box, 1972
»Moon Shoe«, made by Bill Bowerman, 1972

First Apparel Line
Drawing for apparel by Diane Katz, 1979
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Room 2

Air

In this second section of the show, visitors will re-experience Nike's
great acceleration. It was in the 1980s that Nike achieved takeoff.
In the popular imagination, this was because of a single, bold
decision to pioneer a new relationship between the brand and
athletes. Their unprecedented endorsement of Michael Jordan,
and his ensuing extraordinary run with the Chicago Bulls, was one
of the dominant pop culture phenomena of the decade - swiftly
followed by relationships with Kobe Bryant, Bo Jackson, Serena
Williams, and many other stars across the world of sport. Yet these
partnerships, while extremely complex from a design point of view,
tell only part of the story. Nike's creative emphasis on performance
led to technical features, notably the inclusion of air components,
that actually could make someone run faster, jump higher, and
be less prone to injury. This anchor in sports science has powered
the association of Nike with excellence, while also serving as the
foundation for the brand’s street style validity.

The emphasis is on the celebrated »Air Force«, »Air Maxc, and
»Air Jordan« shoes, with some aftention to endorsements and
marketing, but also on the technical underpinnings of these shoes -
the »air sole« and other technological advancements of the 1980s,
ultimately leading to »Visible Air«, one of the most distinctive Nike
design features.

Also, his section offers further insights beyond shoes, frack
and basketball, showing the proliferation of the company’s
innovation culture into soccer, trail hiking, and skateboarding.
Nike was becoming a full-service specialist provider to athletes
of all kinds, with no self-imposed limitations. The slogan »Just Do
lt« (inaugurated in 1988) was not just for the consumer; it was a
declaration of designerly intent.

10

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Serena Williams at the US Open, 2004

ABOVE:
Nike Total 90 Aerow Hi-Vis football, 2005

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Design board for the Air Jordan Xl by Tinker Hatfield, 1994

Andre Agassi wearing the first Swoosh-only hat at the
Wimbledon Championships, 1992

Air Max 1, 1987

Studded Tank made for Serena Williams,
US Open, 2004
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Room 3

Sensation

»Manufacturing is basically solved. Now sensation is the newest
thing onthe docket«, said Jay Meschter, Director of Nikes Innovation
Kitchen, an innovation department, named in remembrance
of Bowerman’s kitchen experiments. The culmination of the
chronological part of Form Follows Motion will dive deep info this
insight, showing how Nike has increasingly prioritized the »feel« of
their designs, opening up technical and psychological dimensions
of movement. Viewers will go behind the scenes at the Nike Sport
Research Lab (NSRL) in a series of case studies that foreground
the company’s constant search for improved performance. A
centerpiece for the gallery will be sports testing equipment from
the NSRL. Profotypes from DNA will further bring Nike’s ongoing
»kitchen« mentality to life.

This section further looks at Nike's increasing focus on
sustainability under the rubric of its »Move to Zero« campaign.
Visitors will learn about improvements, from the elimination of
greenhouse gases from »Nike Air, to the use of recycled footwear
in »Nike Grind«, to ultra-efficient, computational manufacturing
techniques like »Flyknit«. The exhibition will also provide an in-
depth look at breakthrough designs like the »Space Hippie«, which
established a new benchmark for low environmental impact.
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PREVIOUS PAGE:

Cathy Freeman of Australia wearing the Nike Swift Suit wins
gold in the womens 400m final at the Olympic Games in
Sydney, 2000

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Thermoregulation manikins Haley and Hal occupying one
of the NSRL's four environmental chambers, 2022

Nike Internationalist in experimental suspension
apparatus, ca. 1981

Nike Shox Prototype, 1991
Shelly-Ann Fraser-Pryce in the NSRL, 2014
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Room 4

Relation

The final thematic section will move beyond the parameters of
the company itself, looking at the back-and-forth between Nike
and its global audience. It will showcase the artistry of external
independent designers who have worked with Nike in the past
two decades - including Chitose Abe, Virgil Abloh, Comme des
Garcons, Martine Rose, Samuel Ross, Riccardo Tisci, and Yoon
Ahn - and the parallel phenomenon of customization, in which
commercially available sneakers are reimagined and physically
rebuilt by enthusiasts. Finally, the exhibition will conclude with a
look at vernacular and local responses to the Nike brand, exploring
the ongoing and ever-expanding resonance of its core principle:
that design is always in motion.

(11l have more self canfidence
1 will like myself more L wiil have

1 will be less likely to get pregnant before [ want to
I will learn what it means to be strong

PREVIOUS PAGE:
Vertical jump test at the Nike Sport Research Lab (NSRL),
Beaverton, Oregon, 2024 ﬂs)é

LEFT:
Riccardo Tisci x Air Force 1 Boot SP RT, 2014

OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE:
Leah Heilman-Pollack and her Doernbecher Freestyle
Air Zoom FC, 2004

Air Max 720 BeTrue, 2019
»If You Let Me Play« poster, 1995
»Throw Like a Girl« brochure, 1997

Comme des Garcons x Nike Premier, 2021
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Video

Nike
Form Follows

Vitra Design Museum
21.09.2024 - 18.05.2025
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pz17WUaRi3U

Charles-Eames-Str. 2
79576 Weil am Rhein
Germany

T +49.7621.702.3200

www.design-museum.de
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